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cept of marital power. The secondary focus is a consideration
.

of two aspects

: '-.' of married life that are both thebtetica/lymporant to an understanding oft

,
c .

.

.
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)
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INTobucTioN

As Robert Blood suggeSts, much of-our research(on the sociology of the

family "tends to run in ruts and one of those "ruts" is t e study of marital

power (197$, p.8). Since the publisation.of the original dy byBilod-e'nd

Wolfe (1960), the topic of marital power 13a, received widesprea attenEion

(for example, Bahr 1972; Cromwell and Olson 1975; Heer 1962;' Hof an 1960;

Larson 1974; Safilioi-Rothschild 1970; Turk and Bell 1972). Howe er, in

spite of the great amount of work, the field is far from coherent. To, date,

numerous studies on marital power have employed different definitions of

the coDce)t,#sed different methodologies. and operationalizations, presented

divgrgent interpretattoins of the findings, found the data supportive of
A

multiple theoretical models, questioned the explanatory utility of the

4
concept itself and even postulatedas to sociolRgists' underlying motivations

for expending so much time and energy on the topic.,

Having said all that, one might wonder as to the wisdom.of yet

another paper on marital power. The answer is simple: the issuermply

going to go:away. In terms of its methodology, marital power' is an

area in which.one is challenged by the relationship between "subjective"

and "objective" realities; in terms of the th6retical underpinnings, it

is a topic which raises tantalizing questions s to the relationship`between

cstructural and normative chfacteristicsi::and inally, empirically, it is

an areain which the complex interrefatianships ormany variables beg to be

classified. 1

,

In-view of the above, the goals of this paper are modtet. The primary
.

.

. .

focus if the presentation of an alterLtive operaiionalization of the con-
.
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t, and empirically correlated with marital dower structures:' influence techniques

and physical violence used by spouses.

SAMPLE

The data for this study were obtained from in-depth interviews with

A fifty cpupies. In order to obtain a sample that was not entirely self-

Selected, nor one that teas choSen on the basis of one specific social

characteristic, but'would be likely to agree to participate, the population
. .

selected, was that of all married pa5-?eime. graduate students at a New

England state college. This population (N=1579) was chosen becapse it

was assumed that part-time students (who had already completed a B.A. degree)

and their spouses would be more likely toheave other roles in addition to
.

4 ,

that of studAnt (e.g.; Itorker, parent). -

In order to obtain a sample of fifty couples, contact was made. with

seventy-nine members of the population,.selectedsby sys emetic random .

sampling. The initial contact was a'letter sent to the homes of, members,

of the population. The letter explained the purpose of the study, the kind

of topi,p that would be covered and asked C, person and his or her spouse
,

to participate. The second contact was a phone call to answer anyquestions

about the study, and, if they, were willing, to schedule an inteXiew. '-In
.

four cases, the second contact, did not take place Ono listed.telefluine.

-,

or answer),, in two cases the couple was no longer partof the sample (divorce
' . - ', ,,i -

or separation) and in two' cases time conflicts did not permit,thelintrrview.

s . , .,, - .-
from takiig place. Of those who received the second contact 'find were in

... ,
intact iiiages,.twenty-one, or 25%, refuse d to participate. -

,

It is recognized that the 'findings-of this study `can only: tie gbaeralized
/

% :4
to a small, relatively homogeneous population. 'Like thleTopulation, th,

- * 6
, 0

sample was white, middle class and predominantly Catholic. 1hep5 was, however,

c , P
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a, wide range in the characteristics of "age (from twenty-tone to sixty-three'

A

, years of:age), length of marriage (one to twenty-nine years), number of

children (none to five),'and wife'd work status (employed part -timer full-

V

time and not employed in a wage earning job)'.
.

.

.

uring the fall of 1 -974. The interviews withthe sample took place between
..

,

Pre-testing of the interview Schedule and questionnaire was conducted

J uary.and July 1975. 1

S
,

, /1-'

PERCEIVED MARITAL POWER
t \-...-.

.

Power.iriai3st often defined as the ability cif an individual to change N._

1, the behavior of other members of a social syStem. (.Olson and Cromwell 1975a,

;
i

p.5). ,Family power is a multidimensional concept which iimeasured through

behavioral acts in which the degree of one's pfqwer'is put to the test

(Safilios-Rothschild 1970, p.540). In this-sudy, perceived marital power
t

is defined as the spodseat,perceptiona of the extent to which each controls

" the other's behavior.

Defining perceived marital power in terms of the way that family tembers
4

a ,themselves see the power structure, means that the researcher is interested

in a "subjective" rather than clbjective" view of the family.
.

I therefore

used a self-report method rather than an evaluation of observed family mem- ,

bers' behavior in, for example, a discussion or game situ&tion (see for

'example Kenkel 1957; Straus 1967). "Self-report methods tap the subjective

reality by measuring power from the perSpective of those individuals involved
#

in the relationship" (Olson and Cromwell 1975b, p.137).

The method of data collection used avoided some of the problems of'pre-
.

vious Tesear As Safilios-Rothschild has 'pointed out, other studies obtained

.

data from only one spouse, usually the wife, based on.the dubious assumption

that the other spouse's responses would be simliar (1969b, p.290).

t.)
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In addition, even when researchers' have obtained datalfrom both spouses., they
-

have continued to ilocik for a measure of power that,would act as a reflection of
.

the one "valid reality" rather thtn .viewdsug the discrepancies between husblnds'

,and wives reports as, valid. Rather than assuming that both spouse's reports

would be similar, in thig study, both the husband and the wife in each couple
$

were interviewed at the same'tiMe in different rooms. In this way the possi- -

bility that the husbadd's and wifd'S realities might not coincide could be

examined.

J

Inaddition, this study relied primarily on general questions concerning,

each spouse's perception of the power structure and secondarily on a series

specific questions concerning decision-making. All of the questfons were

open ended. In this way .the study avoidea'questions concerning the validity

of measuring-power by asking respondents which spouse makes the' decision in-
, .r A

a givenset,of areas. This method -of measuring power, which has beenused,in

the bulk of previous research,"has-been questioned on numerous groundS: that

the specific decisions which are used have a direct impact on the study's
$

findings (Centers:Raven and,Rodrigued 1971, pp.265=267); that calculating

, -.4
an overall decision-making icore makes the untenable assumption that all

decisions are eqUally important (Safilios-Rothschild 1970, p.543); and that

response alternatives like "both make decisions" in,A culture which stipports

'an equalitarian ideal may tend to distort findings by'an artificial'over-

selectiam of this type of choice (Safilios-Rothschild 1970, p.6474757---Finally,

f," ; s -

since agihole field of decision - making may,be relegated to a weaker,partner

(Safilios-Rothschild 1970),.and each area of_decision-,making may not be equally

Salient to hesponseS (Kontarovsltuy 1967),.a methodology which emphasizes general.

-,questions .allows forhesl, issues to be explored.

lik,
:

:' Operationalization of 5erceived,maiital power. In order to classify the
/ ' .

,
.

.,,couples according to their perCeived marital power attuCtures, both spouses

A
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were interviewed separately and. were asked a series of questions which explored

aa

their perceptions,Of their ability to influence and control each other, litn

analyzing the couple's perceived marital power structUce,primary importance

was given to the husband's and_ wife's answers to -the questions concerning 1) the

respondent's feeling about whO usually gets his or her way when.the'touple

disagrees, 2)-the outcome(s) of the example(s) of decision-making that the re-

.

spondent'cites when asked about recent decisions*,.3), the respondent's feeling

out his or her ability to-force the spouse into something the spouse was .

initially oppoSed to and'4) the respondent's feeling of satisfaction about the

amount of power that the spouse sees him or,hetself as having.

The answer`to the last question 14%64- copsidered especially impertant be-*

cause it was asked after quite a bit of discutsion.about power and influence.

It usuallyinvolyed a restatement ofthe r'espondent's pefception of the balance

of power; metimes it included a clarificatiotAf, and occaslonally a re-
,

evaluation oE, the situation. In fact, a ,consequence of the list of specific

decisions which preceded this question may have been to structure, in part, the

-respondent's frame of.referencs in`answering it.
1

Based on the answers to these four questions, each spouse was then classi-!
y

fied as to his or hec,Adividual perception of tlie balance of power' into one of

the following three categories: 1) equalitarian-- the spouses feels, that neither

. . ..

one is dominant in making.decisions and exerting influence over the othef'spouse;

a

2) husband dominated -,-:the spouse feels that the husband-is dominant in terms, of

making decision and exerting, influence over the wife; and 3) wife dominated -

,

*This was most often used by .the respondent as an illustration of the general
pattern or,-in those cases in whichthe oytcome of the sOecific decisioa
differed from the general pattern, an attempt Was made to explain'hoW and why
this specific instance was different from which was perceived as typical.

.

8,
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the spouse feels that the wife is domin nt in terms of making decisions And
.

, . .

exerting influence overt the husband.

After the initial classification of each spouse's percepV.on, the answers

I

to questions which *asked about the, respondent's view of the spouse -lip view of the
,.,

sltuatio about the extent to which he or she delegated responsibility to the

spouse'and about decision-making in twenty-two specific areas were considered,
4

'as "backup information." In general, the answers t9 these questions were in
/

agreement with'and tended to support the initial classification of each spouse's

view'of the perceived marital powef Structure.,

After thprhusband and wife were each classified as to his/her perception

of the marriage, these perceptions were compared. In forty -sue of the fifty.

couples, the spouses' perceptions of the distribution of marital power were

'substantially the semi. In the other four couples, "his" 4narriage waa clearly

di'ffgrent from "her1 gmarr'a e* There were four types.of perceived marital

power type identified: equalitarian (22' couples), husband dominated (19 Couples),

wife dominated (5 cores), and differently perceived (4 couples).

The equalitarian marriage: balances out." The most important charac-

teristic of this type of couple is that both the wife and the husband feel that

neither one of them is minant in terms of making decisiOns or exerting influence.

In all of these fmilie the spouses perceive themselves as exerting joint and

*Although'the general perceptions of the balance of power were more important
in classifying thecouples, as46 further check on the similarity of perceptions,
the husbands' and wives' responses on the list of specific decisions were com-
pared. The percentage of items on which they agreed was calculated. Data were
not colletted for all 22 specific decisions for all 50 couples due to respondent
refusal to answer the question or nonapplicability of the question. The range
of agreement of perceptions was from 63% to 100%. The.average percentage of -

agreement on specific decisions for the 46 couples with similar perdeptions
was 82%; the average percentage of agreement fer.couples with different per-
cepti6ns was 74%.
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equal influence over at least a' sizeable proportion of family'matters. Id
. c ..

-41
d

. .

all of these 'families as well, each spouse is seen as having more influence'

in dome areas than he or she does in other areas i either because he or sNe(knows

. more about it, is affected by what happens and/orfkels more strongly about

The proportion of matters which are defined as "personal" issues as opposed

to "family" issues varies from family to family. At one end of the continuum

$

are those couples who define quite a few issues as "persdnal." Among these

couples the,husband and w e each have almost complete autonomy in area defined

as,"hi s" And "hers" and which. are perceived, by both, as being of equal impor-

tance% On the other end of'the continuum ace the couples in which most matters

are defined as concerning both of them. Among these couples almoSt all things.

are seen as being decided upon after-1 lot of "give and take" in which both

spouses are seen as, equally likely to do the "gi4ing"*.

'
All twenty-two of thehusbands'and twenty -one of the 'Wives are satisfied

with the amount of influence they have. They feel that they have "enough"/but

not "too much." The on e wif e who is not satisfied said that she would rather

her husband be dominant so that the children would see him as the "head of the

family."
r

. .
,

Mr. and Mrs. 19,are atypical equalitarian couple. 'The following excerpt's
.-.

I.
.

from their interviews illustrate the spouses' perceptions of their powerv,, ,
T`

-

structure:

Mrs. 19.
Q: How do yoU reach major decisions in your family? y'

.

,A: Probably after thuch haggling. We discuss a let of things before we go

ahead 'and do them. We4do a- 1 t by impulse-too.:R\
-ft N

.0"

*In this way, the.equalitarian couple classillication is similarto Komarovsky's.
"balance of power" type:which included "equalitarian' couples who make decisions

I
jointly, "staleMate" couples in which each spouse was only strong enough to
frustrate the othec's wishes and those couples in .1.filCh spouses had. supremacy

in different but equal areas ..,(1967, p.223).
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Q: .If there was a really important decision to be made and you and your.
husband disagreed', who.would usually get (heir way?

.a.A: I guess both ofua. It'depends - if pne of us- was going to Be hurt by
it, then we'voUldn't do it. _

Q: Have you had .to make any important deciSions recently?
. /A: Well,, he's building a boat, and I wante0-a pleasure boAt and he wanted

askiFf --so he's'building a skiff with a cabin on if - shrt Of a com-
t- promise.

t

Q: Do:you think you could force him to accept something that he was initially
; opposed to? .' - "

.

'-=

- A: Yes, if it didn't mean thai-he was compromising.
..

He would go`along with
it, except that we don't ask each other ,to go against'a basic principle

. ,that we are really strong about. . .,
L .

Q: How do you feel about the amount of influence and control you have in
your family?, .

A: I like it the wayit is. When I Peel pushy, he gives me room.

' Q: Hpw do you reach major decisions?
A: Jointly. We never argueoo much: *Major decisions do, not come overnight :

from one of us. We discuss it, we come up with some logical conclusion
If one disagrees strongly we try to rationalize it - talk it out And some
up with something..

If thAre was an important decision to be made and.you and your wife
disagreed, who 'would usually get their way?

A: Its 50-50, times we hive disagreed. Once it was for her, to get a car
Ale and she got her way. Another time it was my way. No one keeps winning

all'Phe time. On small things -,I guess it's phe same.-
Q: What was the last important decision you.made?$
A: I had a good job and was making more money than I'm making now. I 'wanted.

to quit and go to college and she wasn't workekg"..., j suggested quitting
and she said she'd get a job and put me .through school. No one won and
no one lost.

Q: Do you feel you could force her into accepting something that she was
initially opposed to? s

. A: If it got to the point I had to force her to do something, it wouldn't be

No worth doing. .

Q: How do' you 'feel about the amount of influence and control you have in your
family?

A: I wouldn't change it, I'have control over me. I decide what lime:fo
up in the miming and what time to go to bed at night. My children, I.
.have the pocier to tell tbem they must go to school. I don't have power
over my wife. ,I don't rule her and.ahe doesn't rule me.

..
The husband dominated marriage: "but he respects my opinion". The pre-

,

dominant characteristic of the husband dominated marriage is that both the
.

husband ind'the wife perceive the husband aslhaving more power than the wife

I ,

does. In all 19.of these couples,- although the wife its seen asjpving control',

. in at least some areas, the husbandis perceived as having final oroverall

control on family matters. _In-addition, in seven of the couples, the wives'
/

10

t
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areas are'defined as less important than the husbands'

/
are.

However, evenif the husband 1011Wn as the-dominant spouse? in most, cases'

thiS-is seen as t-dilig temperW by, his "reasonableness". In the majority of',
-

cases (13 couples) the husband is iidte:aved as consulting the wife on at least

some of the things he decides about. These wives are pleased, to, be consulted

and belieye that their husbands respect their opinions and will consider tile:
114 ,

carefully before` deciding. Similarly in,12 cases the wife feels that if s( ..''
.

. really wanted something, she could get herown way. Furthermore, Seven

husbands say they give in to their wives on minor,issues in order to "keep the

e

,

peace" in the family. _These attributes make the great majority of the,wives

(14 cases) satisfied with the balance'of power;

Mr. and Mrs. 33 are typaLi of husband dominated marriages. The following,
...

, *.

excerpts, illustrate their perceptions. ....

0 Mrs. 33
Q: How do you reach major decisions? .

.? A: Talk it over, he doesn't make a decision, without telling me or askIng
..... - me., It depends on who We're talking about - if its very personal to

him or me. , ;., .
, ,..,

. Q: . If there was an important.decision to be. made-and you and your husba d.
disagree who usually get their way? .

. A: , If ifr nancial, I think,he makes the fiznal decision. We wanted to get
an ap mernt before we got this place, and Iourid one that I liked but
it was mote than he wanted to spend,and he said -4"No, we Can't do it;' and'
I, didn't really fight with him. .

, 4
,

Q: Are there things that would be more your degisio .than his?
A: bike we need a new bedspread and .1wanl to spend $20,yr $30 - he goes.

along - he doesn't deny me things. If it'sliplore concerned with my things -
. my decision would hold more.

.

Q: What if it concerned both of yogi? ?,

: It's hard to say - depending on what it would be. If"rwas against some-
thing that he really wanted and it concerned both of us - I don't think,
he would do it -- If I-really felt that strongly about it. . .' . I .guess

I Gee him as more-of the head of the-house. I think for all the practical
f%

purposes you need pome e. when there are two people-you can be more
50T50, but with a fend y it's different., .

Q: Have you had to make a y important dedisions recently?
-A: %Yes. He applied-for, a job. He hasn't made any decisioi) on-li:Yet..

.

I
N think'it's kind of foolish. I can see as days go by, less and less I feel .

like standing in his way. That's %sually the way decisions work out.
Uauallyiyou have an objection'at first and then you think it'over. r let
him do whatever he wants to do if he really believes it. 1 can't let it
stay that way long.

-

If -keireayiy wanted'it I would, probably support, him.
, -.

1-

4%
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Q: Do you feel you could fotce,him tilt() something he.wasinitialIyopposed to.
.A: Yes, I might. It would have to be important to me. It's hard to do it

when you don't have an issife. '
.,

\..,°
Q: . How do you,feel about the amount of influence and control yob have in

the family? .
..

.

.

A: "think I'm happy -about the amount, of iriflpence. It works oil? weLk.
He respects my feelings and doesn't make decisions that really go.,
against klhat-I-want, .

Q: Would you want any'more influence or.any-less influence?
A: No. I/4ke it t4e way it is.

J

Mr. 33 -

7----Toli do you reach major decisions in Your family?
. ,

. % 4

° A: I like to think we'discuss them. I like to think a major thing, if she
was against something totally., I Would respect her feelings.

- Q`t If there was an important family decision and you and your wife disagree,
"w#p'would usually get- their way? . ,.

A: I think I would. I seem to be the:mord dominant persbnality. I think I
am a better deOision maker. In spite Of the sitilation7--When'I make a -

decision,
; .

decision, Imake a decision.. I'm Rot going ty go for'days: / .

Q: DO your think you could force your wife into accepqng.something she was .

initially oppose& to? )

-A:. I could, but I wtuldn't use phybicel forca./I wouldn't do it. ' . ,.

Qv' How do you feel about the aMotint'of influence or control you have 0 your,
family?, k./.

.

A: I could be very dominant and color-her interpretation of different things,
and my wife would tend .to' be the 'type of person to accept them. .----

. ,

Sometimes that can be bad..
Q: Would you like any more or an); less influerie? : " -'
A: I have no desire to' more kuttiorttian Ehan I am.. . ,

--
/

. . .
/ - ,

v
. r- . ,

, The wi edomi "if it'makes her happy". The essential
.11

characteristic of,thi type of power structure; is that the hugmnds and, wives-

sWeretlit Perception that the wife is the moreoinflb ttal spouse. Although one

husbang felt the situation had occurred becaUSe hi fe wal the More logical
. f'

person, the other.four said it was basically because giving in made their wives
. ,

easier to live. with. Three'of these husbands implied that if they were willing

;

to.take the consequences of their actidts, they could become more poweyful than

they were at'the present time.

In Contrast to the husband dominatedPmarriage,threeaf.thase wives saw at

. .

east a portion of their power as being covert, and'manipulative .rather than+b
. , .

,

/
. .

n control. And, in similar contrast, three of the husbahA were dissatis-
. i

'fied with the balance of power and would have preferred to have had more. In
.

.

,. lir

4'

-12 .' .
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every case' the husband was seen,,as, having at least some areas under his con-
.

trot and was seen as being consulted by his wife on the other decisions as Well 7

even if he:would ultimately give in td her.

V

The following excerpts from interviews with Mr. and Mrs. 9`illustrate ./
.154

I

this type of power structure:

Mrs. 9
Q: How do you each major\deidsions in your fami y?
A; We talk things out - we haveto. 14e weigh both sides, see which one

,would be best.
Qk If there's an important decision.tobe made,. and you andsKour husband

'disagree, laic Usually gets their. way?

A:' 'It d$Pends on what it is. 'A few years ago, '',when he was changing jobs, it
..wf.s to decision that-had to b.e his. It .meant a cut in pay and ha knew'

N,_____wh4t. the giowth of the place' was. I Wasn't familiar with it. He could
i.e.-se a future in this place. I know what's best for me in my situation.,

Q: What'about ioirthing that concerned you both equally?
A: ..I'd try to win out.
Q: How does it usually work out?
Ac UsuallJ I win, I'd say more times than not. If I think it's.best, I tell

*.<_,Ilim he doesn't know what's best.'

Q:'.. Do you think you could force Your husband into accepting your decision
on something he wasinitially opposed to?

A: Pfobably. If I really wanted to, I think so.
Q: How do you feel about the amount of influence or control you have in

your family?
A: I'm satisfied. I.Pnt. my two cents ifi If I had a choice I'd be home on

my real end, not working. But, now I have more say than someone who is
home. Others would say "my husband is out in,the world every day and he
knows best". Well, now I am too.

Q: How would you say you reach major decisions in your family?
A: We both try and talk it out first. If I say I really want to do something,

and she vys "no", I'll still do it. If I like something I'll do it. I

don't care what my wife says.
Q: If there was a really important family decision to be made and you and your

wife disagree, who usually gets their way?
She would.

14,
Q: Why is thatf _

.

A: First of all, you don't want to
i
live with a miserable wife.

Q:' Do you think you could force your wife into accepting something that she
was initially opposed to?

A: No. , J --

Q:* How do you feel about the amount of influence or control you have in your
family?

A: ',i I don't think I have too much. '4-don't take advantage of things. Like
my wife handles all, the money, bills. She more or less usesihat for a-....

11Pp - to whip the horse.



Q: Are you satisfied
A: Dissatistied.
Q: In what 4%ys?

. A: Doing certain thin
to, she won't. If

she doesn't want t
I'm'leaving. I'm'

Marriages with dif

versus "her" marriage.
. ,

or dissatisfied, with that

.

gs. If I.say, "Let's go
I Say, "Let's go skiing

o. I can't get heto tlo
not coming back." She'd

ferently percieved Power

`N.

a) Each sees self'as dominant (2 couples).

eat here," and she don't want
this weekend," she won't go if
it or-go. I could say, "Well;.
say, "Goodbye."

structures: "his" marriage

In these two families, 'each husband and wife feels that he or she is more

powerful and believes that the other spouse would share that perception. All

four feel that they each have separate spheres of influence, and see_ their

.spouses as having control over a substantial number of things. However, the
0

essential quality of this marital power type is that each spouse feels that the

balance of power favors himself or herself. Ih both, couples the spouse feel

able to force the other into accepting something. And, each believes that tf

the other.spouse knew how much something.meant.to him or her, then he or.dhe'
.

would "give into please me". During the interviews with both couples, the

spouses related different decisions,, each remembering thepnes where he or she

felt dominant. The spouses all feel satisfied with t

b) The wife feels she is dominant, the hus

0,

couples).

power structure.

and says they are equal (2

In both of these couples the husband is less involved with family matters

than the wife. Th4 wife appears to assume control by moving into a kind of

"power vacuum" _left by the husband. The wives both perceive themselves as dom-

t
imant. The husbands feel they are about equal to their wives,' and that if

something were very important to the4')they would get their way. WAll four feel

they could force the other spouseAnto something. While one.husband feels

satisfied with the status4quo, the other reports that,-although previously he

a.
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was satisfiedhe would now like more control. Both wives feel that' they have

too much-power. One wife doesn't want to have any less power, while the other

would like less on the condition that,her husband would take more. Bothwomen

see power and involvement in family life as related: in order to get more

power their husbinds will have to get more involved.

One explanation fr these differing perceptions of the balance of powet

can be based on the husbands' outside interests. 'In bo'th.cases theAlusg:knds'

careerls a top priority item - the couple has either loved because of it dr

planned much of the familylife around it. The husband does not feel at all

"infringed upon" in this important area and may therefore define the situation

AS equal. The wife, An the other hand, feels she controls most of the other

areas of family life, and therefore sees herself as dominant. It only..42tLbe.

.
when he is interested in exerting control in these other areas that the dif-

ferences in perception will need to be reconciled.

ON POWER AND MARRIED LIFE

Clearly the most important reason for pursuing the concept of marital

power is the possible utility it has for understanding other aspects of marriage.

Due to considerations of sp4ce, I will briefly describe the way in which two of
. .

these concepts, influence techniques and marital violence, are related to the

.perceived'tharital power structure.

2
- 4

Influence techniques. "The investigation of the influence dynamics between

spouses is extAmely important, if not indispensible for'the assessment of

familial power structure" 4$afilios-Rothschild I969a, p.7). As:both Safilios-

Rothschild and Sprey (1972) have suggested, an understanding of the way in which

spouses influence ,each other might be even more crucial than knowing how power-

ful the. spouses perceive themselves to be. In addition to helping to clarify

t the issue or-marital power, analyzing spouses' influence techniquescan help us

to understand one aspect of sex roles in the family. Through an analysis of

1.0
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influence techniques, we can examine the validitx of the widely held stereo-
_

type that women often get their way in familiiies through manipvisi'tive and

covert means, 'while men get their way by using open and forthright tactics.

In this study, husbands and wives were asked to describe how they would

try to make the, spouse go along with them, * the event that the spouse' was

opposed to something that.was very important to them. &ach-resp ondent was

asked to describe his or her. major technique and the two other techniques, if

any, that, he or she used next most frequently.

The answers of many respondents indicated that they saw 'the question as

asking about.techniclues specifically designed to influence the spouse, (for

1
exalle, "Oh, you mean what's my strategy for getting my own way . . .1');

others were careful to present the techniques as not consciously manipulative

("Well, I don't do it Qn purpose, you know, to get my own way, but I cry when

I'm upset and I guess he knows . , . "). Of all the respondents, only one hus-

band saidhe didn't do. anything to influence his wife.'

Wives listed more influence techniques than husbandi. Ten wives and*

thirty-six hu ands described only one technique;' twenty wives and seven hus-
.

bandi describ d two; twenty wines and six'husbands described three. In addition,

the lists of primary techniques and total techniques used were'somewhat dif-
..-

ferent for husbands and wives (Table 1). In examining the primary techniques,

we find more wives than husbands will keep bringing the topic up for discussion

(Mrs, T: "Just bringing it up repeatedly. If he sees it coming up all the time

and it's important enough he usually givesin."); argue or get angry about it

(Mrs. B: "I would slam things around the house and throw a fit."); become with-

drawn and silent (Mrs. R: "A Eery feminine technique, I guesS. 'The oily one I

'resort to is not speaking. He explodes. I don't,I keep i \in. "); and becomes.

emotionally upset or cry (Mrs. y: "I get depressed lit may cry or be goody.
/

.1'14 go 'off by myself but I'll never yell.") More husbands than wives discuss

16
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,

the topic yog cally (Mr. P : ?Ponti out the merits, stay away from the points

you .don' w ne,,broughtupe Give a,good sales pitch."); and act stubborn (Mr.,R:

InilY-for it, it woua be perseverance, stubbornness. If i wa's

stro g for keep'after her. I would not drop it. Pervistance,

fo long tithe.").

For the purposes of analysis,,I then grouped the total techniques used

to three -typeS:°"emotighaftechniques"whiCh include becoming withdrawn.,

pouting, using the "silent treatment, ", crying, becoming emotionally uuet and

withholding sex; "argumentative techniques" which include being angry, arguing,

'yelling, telling spouse that he or she would do it anyway, and being stubborn;

and "discussion techniques"swhfch include bringing topic up for discussion again,

discussing it logically and telling him/her how he/she'feels about. the issue.

As Table 2 demonstrates, sex is moderately associated with influence tech-

niques giouped in this way (gamma = -.49).* The major differencq(between hus-

>bands' and wives' influence techniques is that while only one husband said'he

,used an °emotional technique," twenty-four of the wives said they did. That is,

the wives used as many of the more "open" influence techniques, like discussion

and argument, as'the husbands did, but used more "manipulative techniques, like

crying or the silent treatment, as well. Perhaps, these wives had more success

with and/or'felt more.comfoflable with the traditional and more acceptably ..'

"feminine" techniqueS.

In addition to the relationship between sex and influence techntique, this

researcher was interested in the effect that the perceived:marital power structure .

7

*The measures of association used are Goodman and Kruskal's gamma and Yule's Q
(Which is gamma for asfOutfold table). 'Gamma is one of several statistics ap-
plicable to measuring the strength of association between two ordinal variables.
Yule's Q-is applicable when both variables are dichotomies. The major.ad:'
vantage in using gamma and Yule's Q is that there are conventions to describe
their values. Although recognizing that the guidelines are arbitrary, Davis
argues that thelsbility to make consistent evaluations is important. To 6hat end
he proposes descritring values of gamma and Yule's'Q from .01 to .09 as negligible,,
from .10 to .29 as'low, from .30 to .49 as m derate, from 4 to .69 as sub-
stantial and .70 and above as very strong avis 1971, p.49 r.

14-4'



Table 1

INFLUENCE TECHNIQUES
USED -BY HUSBANDS AND WIVES.

)

Influence Technique
Cited by Ipouse: .

Primary Influence
Techniques

Husbands Wives'
.

,'Total -Influence

Techniques,

'

Husbands
. ,

Wives

I would ktep bringing
the topic up for
discussion

,

4

.

'

11
.

.

A

27

I would discuss the
topic logically, and
tell him/her hosI I
felt about it

34

.

-

, 27 34 32

.
.

I would be very stubborn g 5 '11

.
.

5
.

I Fould 'get angry,I'd
arkue, I'd yell about
it .

.

-,

L.

\

._

0
/

r

. * 3 4
.

11

,

I would tell him/her thAt
I'd do it anyw

3

.
.

0
...,

6

*

4,

.

5

I'd become withdrawn,,

I'd pout, I'd use the
"silent treatment"

I.

. ,

0

,

.

.

2

.

.

1

.

12

I'd cry; I'd become
emotionally upset , 0 2 0

,*

- 16
.

I'd withhold sex
Ji

0 0
r

0

-
2

__,... r ,

49 50 67 110

A

48)



Sex of th

Respondent

1.

Table 2

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SEX OE RESPONDENT
AND INFLUENCE TECHNIQUES USED

Irilluence.Techniques

. one or more ,

"argumentative ",

technique used

ope'or more
'discussion"

7044ique used

one or more
"emotional"
technique used

.

.

Husbands

.

17

i, .

35
ilk

1

1

53

Wives

,

17 39 . ' 24

r

$0

_..):

.

34 74
Ilkk

25
*

133

ti

gamma -fl49

1-

*The total number of influence techniques is greater than(100.
because some spouses listed re than 1 technique.

19

J

4

A .
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would have on influence .techniques. It was hypothesized that spouses who" '

see:themseis as:relatively powerful would use.different influence tech-

niquesthan those-Who perceive therhselves as less powerful. Because they feel

,Ie.ss need to negoti:ite,or'he "reasonable," spoUsea that perceive themselves a's
4

powerful' ale expected to be more likely to demand their min way, be stubbor

or tell,the,spouse that hey will do something anyway. On the other hand,

spouses who feel they have less power
J

,spouse in order :'to get their own way.

Tables 3. and 4 demonstrate support for this hypothesis. The variable of

feel the need to convince or coax the.-

4

wife's influence technique is. moderately related to the marital PoWer type

(gamma = .44); the variable of husband's influence technique is substantially

related, to the power type (Yule's Q = - .52).. 4 find that while 63% of the

wives that use "argumentative t hniques" and 58% of those that use "discussion

techniques" are in equalitarin marjzges, only 27% of t'he wives that use

,
"emotional techniques" are. The great majority of wive; that use "emotional

techniques" are in husband dominated marriages. (Table 3). Of the:husbands

that use "argumentarive,techniques," 67% are in husband dominated marriages and

of those that use "discussion techniques," 61% are in ,equalitarian marria s

. (Table 4).

These findings may help to explain more fully the of women as
.

manipulative and men as forthright. It may be that, in addition to sex, it is

the amount of power that a s4use perceives him or herself as having that has

an impact on the influence techniques that he or she will use. t is,.be-

cause women are more likely to. perceive themselves as less 'powerfu) l than men
,

.

. ,
are, they may use emotional manipulation more often. But wives in equalitarian

. . . ,,
marriages may not need to use the emotibnal approaches that wive* in husband

dominated marriages do. Instead they can present their desires logically,'and

20
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. Perceived

Marital
Power
Type

,

,

A
: Table 3

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN INFLUENCE. TECHNIQUES
.4FE SAYS SHE USES BY MARITAL POWE4-TyPE

/
'I.

Influence. techniques

,

one or more:

"arguoktative"
technique'dsed

.

one or more ,

"discuss*"
technique used

0
one or 'more,_

"emotional"
technique used. ,.,

Husband
dominated
(n=19): -':

6 15 -4
.

16
.

.

37

....-

Equalitarian
(n=22)

4

.

10

.

.

7---.21

,

6 37

16 36

,

22

.

74**

Ok

4fi

-4

gamma = .44

* Wife dominated couples (n=5) and-couples with differently perceived
power structures (n=4) are omitted from the table because.of the
'low frequencies.

, I

**`The total
.

number of,influence techniquesis greater,thau the .

numbep of wives because some wives listed morethan one technique

S.

a

fa
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Perceived
'Marltal *

-Polder Type

. Table 4

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN INFLUENCE TECHNIQIJES
HUSBAND LAYS HE ugs BY MARITAL POWER TYPE.

0

Influence Techniques

.

one or more
"argumentative"
technique used

.
,

one or more
-"discussion"

.,4

technique used
- .

.
,

0-

1,

Husband
doMinated

(n=1.9)

,

.

.

,

10 .

cY

1.

_ /

-

.

--,

22

-

Equalitarian
(n=22)

..
5 . 12

"....'.

24,

. .

15
.

,° '' 31
t_

'

.....2-,.

.

46 **

.

* Wife dominat#d
power structures
low frequencies.

f

0

,,Yule's Q = .452

re.

couples (n=5) and couples with' ercpdifferently perceived
4 ,

(n=4) a omitted from the° table because *of the
, A

" ;3, 4

') V
e total numbei of influence techniques 'is, the number
husbands because some.husbands:listed:mdie'ihatil-one technique.

t,tsk; 4'
, t '4

26
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if that does not work, it is possible that theyhave enough power to argue

forcefully for their goals.

4
- Oft the other hand, men in equalitarian marriages,may not be:as.able to

be as demanding andatgumentativein apprjoaching their wives as men in,husband

dominated marriages can be. Men in equalitarian marriages may lack the Powerf .

to. "bully" their wives and may need to rely on discdssipn in order to persuade

Marital Violence. To date, there have been

lenc (Gelles 1974, 1976; Levinger 1974; O'Brien
I/
the topic, each selected at least part of its sample in a waythat had potential

few studies. ort marital vio-

la
1971). Of those studies on

biases (i.e.,divorcing couples, police "blotter" families). While the.sample-

uses( in this study, did not contain those ,blases there are; in addition to the

sampling considerations previously discussed, two.factors'Whicti might have re-
4

stilted in an underrepresentation of violence-prone couples. The Lirst pos-

sible limitation of thA study's sample4ts middle class netufe. Gelles, for

example, found marital violence greatest in families-earning $3,000 - $4,999

and least in families earning over $15,060 (1974, p.126). T Secondly, all of the

S.

husbands in the sample were employed. Husband's unemployment is often a str ss
Y-

V that contributes to violence ( Gelles 1974). 'O'Brien, Ior example, found that

, .
compared to non-violent families, there was evidehce of}undigrachiev ent and*

,
f

deficient achievement potential in'the men's work roles in the violent divorce-

. .

prone families 0.971, p.695).*
.(----\ . .

. ,

-Given ,these considerations, 'we can turnnto an examination of the frequency

with which marital violl .occurred in this sample of fifty families. Physical

violea2e is defined as the intentional use of physical force on another person.

(Steinmetz and Straus 1974',.p.3)4 Data on violence was obtained by asking, each
....

*

t
.

4
....

,

k
*And, it is.also very possible that the families with the post violence were most
likely to refuse to participate,in this study.

.,
,,-
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spouse, if he or she'had ever hit or tried to physically hurt their spouse in

some way and if he or she had Nyer been hit by the spouse.* Although the hus-

'bands' and wives' reports of the use of physical,violence against the spouse;

were very highly correlated, there were some discrepancies in reporting. Be-

Cause of the social undorsirability of using physical force on family. members,

-
it was assumed that if only one spouse reported violence, that spouse was

giving the more accurate-version.

In twenty of the couples (40%), spouses reported hitting, slapping, punching,

scratching, kicking, pushing, or throwing things at the other at least once

during the marriage. In eight of the couples (16%), violence had occurred at

least several times. Along the coupleS;in which violente haeoccurred, hus-
-e

bands and wives were about equally likely to initiate the violence and to re- ,

spond violently once the other ha d begun./

i Although husbands' and wives' use of physical force against each other
0

hig y correlated, there were three couples in which the wife Used violence
A

against the husband t least once, but he hadyver used v iolence aginst her,
/

d four couples in which he had used violence against her but she-had not

-reciprocated. We therefore ne0'to analyze the violence used by hUsbands

against wives and the violence used by wives against husbands separately-.

While telles found huibands,to use violence somewhat more fi.equeptly thian

wives, in this study the amount of violence used by the two sexes was almost

the same., Seventeen of the husbands 04%) used violence against their wives at

least Once during their marriage a sic husbands (l %) used it at least several

Imes. Of the thirty-three husbands who had never used violence, three did use
4

what c n be.considered "threatening" gestures. That is, the husband's actions,

*Behavior that spouses described as "playful," "foaling around" or mock fighting
was not classified as violence since the.6bject was not to hurt the other spouse.

24
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while not directed at the rife, may have' served as a warning that they could

be. Two spouses described these episodes as'follows:

Mrs. 25: "He slams things4pround. /Not at'M'd,
but in general." \.

Mr.1 "Oncd I got so mad I threw a sandwich
at Wer. Back about four Year* ago, I was. giving
the kids,a haircut, and she was giving.me
time about something and I picked up the shears
and walked around the kitchen with,them-for awhile."

0

Most couples report more than one kind of violence used against t

wife. The most frequent kind of violence that husbands used was hitting, slap-

4
ping, kicki or punching their wives. rowing things anpushiAg or shoving

were a so fairly common. Only one hugband used a weapon. In this,case the hus-

band threatened the wife' with a knife by throwing it near, but not

Sixteen of the wives (32%) used violenc against their husbands at leas

once during the marriages. Of these, six (12%), used violence at least several

times. Nonce of the wives used "threatening" gestures. Slapping, hitting,
'7.

scratchitg, punching and kicking are clearly the most common kinds of violence

fl-,
.

in which the wives engage. One wifeVised a weapon. In this case she held a

I

tau)* against the husband's throat did not cut'him.

It is importafit to note that -in'six of the sixteen. cases in which the wife-
.

Used violence, her' vior is defined as ineffective and/or not threatening. The

I 41p
I

following comments illustrate how her actions are perceived.

-\Mr. 9: 'Oh yes: [My wife hits me] but,she can beat me all
over my head and it won't me."

Mrs. 19: T"Yes, I hit him. One nighehe gdt.me really
aggravated and Whit him a Couple of times inthe arm..
And as he stood there laughing at me.I belted him a
couple of times; I 'belted him again. I felt better
after. Hd laughed.. He thought it was hilarious."
(Mr. 19 commented that while the episode didn't bother
him, his,wife hurt her hand and was so

episode
that she

cried). 4-

2 .C7t

-s
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.
.

-,
. 40 -..

As these spOu4es' comments illustrate, in over onethird 'of the, cases

a
where a wife use 1,ence against helImsband, she just is not taken seriously.

Her behavior is defined as amusing, br-ls most, annoying. In the seventeen'
.

. e4 #

feltcases where husbands were violent; not one spouse felt this way about his use
----

! ;--

% .

4
ef --iriolenet. In all seventeen cases his use of vleadnce is defined as.fir

.. -,
. . )-

from triviol:

BeTw
..

Violence and ce ved marital sower. ecause families, like all other

social units or so systems ye pdwer:systems,Goode (1971) argues that', on

whatever else they rest, their follndation so some degree is for or 1.$

% ----
thAat. As Steinmetz and traus argue, a family member, can use the resource

we>of physical violence c8 ' mpensate for lack of such other social resource). 4

-es moneyAlknowled& and dtespect. Thui, when the social system does.,notpro- ---

* . : .
.

i 4
.

vide a family member with Tufficieftt resources to maintain his br 'her position

yociplence will tend to be used.by.,those whgFan dAci" (l974, p.9).

erceivdd marital
.

husband again the

(Table 5), but the,

low as ocistion

in the f

When the .relationship beiSeen physical viole `ced an
.

power is examined in
. A

4

wife is substantially assn

study, the use of ,violence b tha

ated with rc.stived power -type

Use of violence by the wife igainst the husband has only a

thatkrariable(Table6).,While 47% of the wives n marriages perceived to be

hilsbanedominated had physical.vioibhce used gainst them,lonly.23% of the wives

in perceived equalitarllaa'marsIages did. 1r
,

, .

dile explaftation.fo; the lack of-covelatior;between violence and power for, '

--......--r

. the wives can be-found 1.4 the wives' abilicies' ra hsr,than,their willingness ,td
. . ear

use violence:

Women may be as motivated to violence as men are,
but since their physical equipment for vtaience isl

1 less effective in actual use, they are-at a greatNAis-
advantage in a ITYsical counter. It is trueqhat here,
as elsewhere, techriolo modifies 'natural relationships."
Guns, bombs, and pois s are Ae0 equalizers between men
women2as well as, ---betw en men (Bernard 1971,1p.251). V

26
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TABLE '5

I RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PHYSICAL VIOLENCE BY THE HUSBAND
-AGAINST.THE WIFE AND PERCEIVED. MARITAL POWER TYPE

tr

physical
violence
used
against

the wife

Ii

Marital Power'Type*

- husband
dominated

.

equalitarla

.

physical violence'
was used against
the wife

9

o

.

.

5

_

14

no physical violence
was used against the
wife

10

.

18 . , 28

19 - 23 41

Yule's Q = -.53

TABLE 6

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PHYSICAL VIOLENCEBY THE WIFE.
AGAINST THE HUSBAND AND MARITAL POWER TYPE

Marital Power Type*

husband
dominated equalitarian

0

physical violence
was used against

physical the husband
violence
used no physical violence
against was used against the
husband husband

7 14

12 15

19 22

Yule's Q =

*wife dominated couples (n=5) and couples with differently perceived power
structures (n=4) are omitted from the table because of the low fre9uencies;
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-
Evidence of Bernard's point can be found in this study. Among the fifty

.
-....../ .

couples, there was only,one in which the husband was judged to be physically.

smaller than the wife, and
,

only o e in which the spouses were judged to be the

same size. In addition, forty -nits of the husbands and forty-eight of the

wives felt that the husband was physically stronger than the wife. (The other

respondents reported that the husband had been the'stronger, prior to an ill-
44'

ness.) Therefore, without the use of weapons,* it was.possible for almost all

of the husbands to have used physical force as a meansof controlling their

wiveg.

Therefore, the lack of correlation between power and violence for the wives

can be attributed to their size, strength and as previously discussed, the fact ,

that their husbands often do not take seriously their use of violence. On the

other hand, the husbands, bigger, stronger and posing amore serious threat,

clearly have the ability to use what Allen and Straus (1975) call the "ultimate

resource".- physical violence - in order to obtain control oar the marriage.

It is also possible to. hypothesizil that the relationship between the two variables

involves "feedback." That is, in addition to obtaining power through the threat

or actql42. use of violence, those with more power may be more willing to use vio-

lence. As O'Brien (,1971, p.693) argues:

Conflict in a social group is thought to be most likely
to occur, during the decision making process. Such a
process is Conducted according to dome established
authority pattern that is vested in a status hierarchy . .

Hence from an external perspective, violence, is most
often seen to be constituted of actions through which

'the incumbents of different status positions are maneu-
vering for control of some decision outcome.` In the

*In this study, only one husband and one wife were reported to have threatened
their spouses with weapons. As Goode (1971) suggests, although, families may
ultimately'be based on force, the fact that other "resources" are like1y to be
used first probably acts to limit the use of weapons in families. A family mem-

' ber usingva weapon has not only admitted he or she has no other social resources,
but has seriously violated the ideology of the family as a system based on affeCtion.

28
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process of that struggle, if the mewbers of ;he sub-
ordinate status position fail to concede the decision,
then the superior group will typically exert coercive
power in order to influence the outcome of the decision.

In short,violence in the larger society.most fre-
quently occurs between persons-who are differentiated
as superior-subordinate based on their respective
position in some social category and tendi to'erupt
in times when less extreme forms of conflict-resolution

)
are found to be unworkable.

We can Conclude that men who have used violence even once have an additional

poWer resource* and are therefdte more likely to be found in marriages the

spouses' judge husband dominated. We can also conclude that men who see,them-

selves as dominant may feel freer to use violence against their wives. The

interconnection between the two variables is illustrated by the following com-

ments of two of our respondents,'both.of whom are wives in perceived

tarian marriages:

Mrs. 35: I've never hit him and I never will. And
if he ever touched me, I'd leave him.,'

MrS: 37:' kids about-the fact, that he once spanked
the boys' mother and I made it clear that this had ,

better never happen here.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS'

This research has suggested an alternative methodology for the study of

marital power which avoids some of the problems of the previous research. The

"classification scheme used does more than tabulate simple "win scores." It oggall

with the way in which spouses' view their marriages, how they feel the other

spouse sees the marriage and how satisfying they find-the perceived reality to

be. It allows an outsider to get two "inside" views and to compare hem. In

this way the couple can be classified and, the quality of the Marriage examined.

For example, it is interesting to note that the power structures which conform

_.*To be a resource, violence may not need to be used frequently. The wife whose
husband has used violence, even once, knows that he is capable of it and may do
So again. That is, the threat of the use of violence may besufficierto make
it a resource.
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to the two patterns that are about equally acceptable in.American society are

satisfying to the great majority of the spouses in-them. Equalitarian couples

fulfill the American ideals of equality and marriage for companionship. Hue-

band dominated marriages meet thenorm of the male as the "head of the house-,

hold" that traditional sex roles support., On one level or the ot4r, both of

e-SS
these marital power types are living( an Amdrlcan dream. It is the spouses in

wife dominated families that are more likely to feel dissatisfied. Although

objectively the structure of these families is much like tht:sq&,the husband

dominated families, the husbands .n these families keenly felt the societal

stigma. Given societal norms,. the "heir pecked" husband the "rooster pecked"

wife are likely to perceive very different realities.

The paper has also examined the relationship of both sex and perceived

power type to the kind of influence techniques that spouses use in the different

types of marriages.. And it has considered the possible connections between.th4

use of violence and the perceive d ability to control the spouse.
C

Marital pOwer remains an important area for social research. Perhaps the

reason that so much research has been done on the topic is that, far from bein

a "rut" a consideration of marital, power can become an important pathway to a

general.undeistanding of the family.
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